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This article is intended to prov1de a c0nceptua1 frame~
. work for practicein school social work.” The ideas presented
iy here however, are not unique to schiool social work but are
mappl cable to generic social work pract:Lce and partlcuiatrly
*@ relevant to all secial work practice,in secondary settings. The
writer will, however, use examples principally from the pubhc "
N ‘;.,hoolﬁsettmgf . s
O\ * The spractical nece551ty for a workable conceptuW frame-
,:- work is the empetus for,this article, . This framework ‘should be
) geneml énough to be apphed to a vanety of widely different
settmz,s, it should be flexible enough that it can be adapteﬂ
o £01 different sized intervention units; and yet it should pro-
LIJ Vide §uff1c1ent structure to be useful as g guide tq prdctice.
! This framework of knowledge requlred for developing :
effeqtNe social work methods and practice skills in the public :
_schools is developed in this context: kno;gledge of system, know-
ledge ‘of Jrajor organizational variables, lmowledge of role, and '
knowledgrs of intervention strategies. - : :
The “general systefissapproach to knowlecfge bulldmg appears :
" to be particularly well- suited to the professmn of social work
‘. for several reasons. ,,It; is based on the assumption’ ..that sys-
. tems as systems, have certain discrete ‘properties that ate capa-
" ble of -being stpdled * Individuals ,, small, S - mcludmg
families ond organizations. -_and Sther con&l human organlzatlons
.gu...h as neighberhobds apd commmities - in. sh , the’ entities® '
with which soc1a11 work is usually 1nvolved -’ can all be reg@.r;dea nl ,'

. _ds systems, with certai‘n common propertnes... if the -general ;. % 7~
., Systems approach’ coull Be used.to,order knowledge about the entiu o
‘ties with*which we work, perhaps, it could also be used as a means JS’

of deveIOpmg a fundamental conception of the social work pfoeess
tSelf * The-systems amalytical model  is a, structured si lz.ima-
. tigh of some part of redlity that retains only those featureé re—4
gard"d as essential for relating similar processes whene\ferz and, §s P " y
f e ‘\hereve*' _they oc'cur.2 Thus, the  author's premise i% that the 'j -
) concepr.s of the general. systems model gan be used as"a framework X ,mf’?
for viewing any tnit into which social’ workers inte rvene. It is c:
p”%;;:l,ﬁ ulagly useful-ifor lookmg at phenomena s the organi-. N
.zation and program within a’public schpol bu1
t for "s '?ool soc1a1 workers.
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i <y A %1 %n,a’Fageﬁf/ have defined a system as "a set<pf ob-
[ d8EES U thér, with rglagionshipybetween the objects and be-

- ™ tden stheir attributes."3 Objects are simply the parts, or com- - &
.- vponefits,.of systensy and these parts are wlimited in variety. ‘
- Most; system in shich social workers are interested, consist of !
- /fé;objiactg or va 'aI_)'les, such,as roles, behaviors, expectatiens,

A Sormunicatipfs, influence, power relationships, etc. A tributes

4
’
N e

,-arel: -cppacities, effecyiveness and e¢fficienicy. Relatidnships  * T
. system togethet. It'is; in fact, thesc_relationships . °

make”the notion bf “'system' dseful. )

Whether in the .framework of systems or in traditional prac-

_Aice, social workers have, used causality as d criterion fof

. relationships. Instead of a simple criterion such as @aliw’

25,28 PRPPEX! ies of objects. Attributes, important to soclal workers

[Z

i

/. this author takes the }pos‘ition that relationships to §e considered
- .if the context of a.given set of objects dependg on.thle 'situation
. at hand, important and interesting” relationship¥ being included, ..
.. and trivial or unessential relationships' being excluded. The
decision. as to which relationijips'are igportarit and which trivial
is influenceg by the person(s) dealing with the situation, but is
also greatly influenced by the focus ‘of the professional training
. of the individual(s) yiewing the situation. This defipition of
.. 'system alludes to two aspects of the system mode} that should be ‘.
- made more explicit: ' baundary and interdependency of objects. . 0
L. First.is the concept of boundary, which canbe operation- ‘
.-~ ally defined as the line forming a circle around selected variables.

~  The line may be thought of as ‘¥ubber-bangds or springs which stretch

.» - Or contract ?fs the_forcés of energy inside and olitside the boundary’

.. igcreaser or ccrease.? The form of energy in a 5chool system, for. =&
. nexample, may be classroom instruction in ari i¢,) diseiplinary ™
;... . actions towardg pupils, discussion agong a group of tedchers about

- contract ncgotiations with the school baard, or|'staffings’ in
' rélatioh to an individual pu il's learning- needs.

T -

. The variables outside the boundary that| make’ up.the Sys- -
tem's ‘environment can be cxamined and worked with one’or morc at |
a time to sec .the effocts on jinterrclationships within the system.
' In this.way, inter-relationships and &ven the; eundarjes are

.  changed. ‘Then when does an ohject belong to the system ahd when 1
. ‘does it.belong tothe environmént? If an object. react} with; the '
: .. system.in the way described above, should it nof be comnsidered a' ¥

., .+ part of the systen? The :answer is by no mefng definitg. _Sub-

%~ ..divisions into two parts, system and environment, can ‘be accom- ’
© " 'plishcd in mapysways which are in fact quite arbitrary. It depénds
.. »-on the intentions of the individual(s) who is|studying, the partic-
:+2 ular situation ‘as,to shich of the possible co figurations of - "
w; .objects is-to be taken as a system., This idea is particularly -
5 importint to.the social worker who is intervening in the systems

t- s The- worker conceptualizes the system without himself/herself as

. . a.,part, but anticipates the effect on the system cf his/her inter-
ventions, ahd in turn, plans for the system gher she is again

.. -woutside the syStem, or a part of the system's environment._ ‘hhile
e :ﬁsg;nay seeln %0 be an gca;le{fiic exercise ;s the writer prbposefs_
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that ability to conceptualize in this manner is basic to
effective social work intervention. ;
~ The assumption that changing one object will affect,
nother or othef objects is basic to the system model,” 'The  °
aanalytic model of system demands that we trcat the phenorena
., and the concepts for organizing the phenomena as if there ex-
! isted organization, interaction, intcrdependengy and ihtegration
— of parts and elements.'d . 0
A In assessing a situation we conceptually and tentatively .
™' assign a boundary, examine what is happening inside and impinging )
on the system and then readjust the boundary if indigated. This
kind of conceptualization makes it possikle to asscssgyﬁether
or not the relevant factors are accounted for within the Systenm,
whether the system be a school, a commidity, a family or an
individual. The, variables left outside the system can be intro-
duced cognitively one or more at.a time and the worker caR hypothe-
size ‘the effect(s) on the interrelations®df the variables within
the system. This kind of cgiceptualization makés it possible to  °
deal with a number of variafles at on€ time and tends to insure
against the traps of the imple causg/and effect analysis.
. To develop thigfjdea of the usefulness of systems con-
~ ¢epts such as bowndary and interdgpéndence of objects .et us use
an example' of a‘pub;,.j.'c school rgferral. The social worker receives
from gn elementary sghool pringlpal a referral of a nine year old
, i+ boy who is t'ruantg,ﬁz‘om'sehoo /" The worker may conceptualize the ,
, syste fo whi@i:’%he As, gipe to intervene, as the boy and her
' . stratdgy willgbg to.seet withim'once cach week. On the other
. hand,[she may gdd to thgf.wmit the parents. "‘then she adds that
. varigble she:lgams t the mother leaves for work at six in the "¢
morning after waking er son and reminding him tW on time

«  for school. - After further consideration the work tcides to
' explore glso, the pélationship of tho teacher in this system. She
: ™ leams: thiat; the sother i.aved fog work at six in the morning after

waking he¥ son and reminding Wim to leave on time for sthool.

After fArther consideration the worker decides to explorc aiso
the relgtionship of the teacher in this system. She learns that
e teather has "just given up" becausc the child 1s so“scldom
in §chool/and is so far behind in his work. At this point, the
/ system which tho social worker is planning to work with 'is thé

parents, - ¢hild and teacher. But in the process of “assesstent, N
she learris that there are other children from the same public

housing project that are also truant and these boys ‘afe often
together when ,they are not in school. Ftrther, she Icamns that
on, s¢yeral occasions t'l\cse Boys have arrived at school bcfor_c the
doofs are unlocked and that the custodian ha$ ordered thém off the
pldysround’until an hour when chiidren arc permitted to, arrive at
. sthool. The worker may reconsider her-svstem of interventicn and
/' fay decide to develcp a program in rclation to a problen situation .
-~ truancy in that elementary sthool. . ¢
,. The above example demonstratcsgthe rulticuusal felatiqn-,

s

Y shipssthat are so characteristic of the systems into which we
- . ., - 3 . Ll .
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intervene. In the above cxample the cause of the problep was, of
coursege in part the boy's but the parent, his teacher, school
practices, and his fricnds all Were making major contributions
to Iss truancy. The awareness of the flexibility of the system's
boundary and the ability to assess the relationships between its

» objects is a powerful idea. . It is a challenge to practitioners

to develop a repertoire of skills to deal with different systems
-and to be able to formulate the boundaries of any system inm such

a way as to find the most. appropriate unit into which .to intervene.
. “The dimension of organization is p*esent in all social

phenomena that can beecalled a system. If there ismo organiza-
tion, there is no system, Thompson, in Approaches to Qrgagiza-
tional Design has referred to the organizational field as "'Variable
Tich.” Triandis presented some 55 variables in a discussion of
organizatior;xs.() Only three major variables will be discussed
_here, ones-which are critical to analysis and inte¥vention in .

different kinds cf rganflzations: they are task, powet and ’

conmuication, ) ‘ .. - L .

. Organizations are established to perform a formalized, | g,
explicit, and public task; to produce an optput. This has ‘been
callﬁd the formal.task. In the public schools the fommal task
is that of, educating children. A less formal task is that of
maintdining the system - referred to. as the informal or indivi-
dual problem management’ task. Formal and informal tasks are
hignly intérdependent. Successful organizational functjoning
requires a workable balance between the formal task and the in-
formal or individual task. Problems in organizational functioning
can often be trated, at least in part, to an imbalance between
these two functibns, For example, if a teacher maiptains strict
discipline through ridicul®, she creates an imbalance between an
informal task (maintaining orderly classroom) and a formal task-

.. (feelings of self esteem and confidence which contribute to

learning). C

Although a balance is necegsary, the formal task of the
organization may be veyy important to the individual. For example,
a social worker in-a school or hospital may_ identify primarily
with the formal task of that particular agency. The structure
i« for implermentaticn of the formal task, however, will affect the
degree to which personnel can intoract yith one another and the -
degrec to which they are dependent. In thie, public schools it 1is
a high degree, of dependence in relationship to the formal task,
yet the physical strusture of the individual classtooms makes
for greater autonomy. ' ‘s . .
= 5T Administrators in public schools may employ social
workers to maintaif the structure of the systen and prefer not -
to see ‘them as a part of the formal task function. For example,
they would 1ike the worker to deal with parents in such a manner
as to keep them "happy with the system." They would.not encourage
the worker to advocate with parents in behalf of the needs of
children in the system. It will be important for social workers ~
'{.o asscss their perceived {function in the organization by both
(S . v .
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- tht administration and staff. Is this pcrccptiﬁmo congruent with
. the\worker's perception of his function in the system? This is
.4 qiestion any social worker will want to ask. -~ )
o Power is the ability to influence the beliefs and behaviors
of, others in accordance with 2 wish or a plan. Or stated dif-
: i;'e ently, is the control of a resource or rcsources wnich are
éssential to, the functioning or survival of an individual or organ-
izati ‘Power, particularly for professionals, is directly rej )
lated to knowledge, competence, rclationships, values and respony
sibility.. Professional persons often increasc their power )vith
incrdased competencé . >

n an drganizatipn the designation of power for the formal
task typically comes from the suprasystcm. 4or the informal task
it comes from the group of individuals that in}mb% that system.
Power \in xelationship to cither task may be acquiftd becausg, re-
sponsibililty is given. For exarple, many sccretaries in public
school$ acuire power becausc the administrator delegates respon-
sibili y 1o them, usually not intending to relinquish power, ¢ )
however. ~Since power and respongibility go togcther, it sometimes

.. gets rehinq ished inadvertently. ., : :

. The distribution of power in a sys\té"m servés to organize
the component. individuals and subsystems for their tasks. The de-
“cisionﬂaking methods of the system arc also structured by the
power distribgtion. There is cvidence to support the advisability
of relatively-wide distribution of power. Glidewell, ct.al. (1966)
did a review of studies of dispersal by teachers of emotional
acceptance of self and others and sociql power (participation in
Jecision making). From their review, a wide dispersion of social®
power and emotiomal acceptance by teachers hagd the ‘following
consequences] 1) more frequent interaction between students,

T

.

2) a wider digpersion of powgr among students as expressed in ’
greater. to%e -ance and resolution of opposing opinions, 3) greater

_student| seifrinitiative, independence* of opinion,and Tesponsibility,
4) rcduLed inter-student conflicts, 5) increased student self- '
estecm and lawer anxiety, and 0) an increase”in thie prevalence

" of. adulﬁ:-‘}bri nted morévalucs?.‘ B R
. Distribution ol power is significant in_the stability and

* productivity of an organization.” Alsp, the degree of power scrves
- to definc the degrec of allcgiance to the organization. Nhen the .
power i$ in .the hands of a few, therc is less stability and a *©
lesser|degree of allegiance. If, however, the‘dispersal of pouwer
is too|wide, the effect is that of climinating power altogether
_.' and th¢ resulting loss of control would adversely affect both
. the fotmal and informal'task of the organization. o
' The.social work practitioner will wiant to asscss the
distribution of power between and within systems and identify A
+ . sources of power in the system whether these be centered in an
individual or 'ar. organization. Approval by a power source will
be necessary in order to gain access to the system. - With'a pover
. assessment and approval by a power source the need to cormunicate
ererges. o ° ‘ . . o

‘
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. Commmmication may be defined.as the,transportation of °
information, between 'or within systems or in a broader scnse, the
transportation of energy. Comunication carries the essentials
for system functioning, for example, task direction, incentives,
penalties, formal rules, iniormal rules, John Dewey has suggested
that the e€ssence of community is communication, for without com-
wnication there. cannot be that dntefaction by which common
meanings, common fife, and common.values are established.
“Katz and Kahn in The Social PsyehdlGgy of Organizations
have 1isted several characteristics of sommmications systems
that seernhelpful for socidl.workers in evaludtipg communication
stems in organizations: 1) Size of loop. What is the distance
oY number of, people served by any onc commmication channel? Is
. this efficient? effective? *2) Repetition versus modification:
Isithe samc message sent at all levgls or is it modified? , Why? '
Why no'tt?n 3) Feedback: Does the system simply acknowledge receipt
of thé Information or does it also return new information to ‘the’ .
source? ' ¢ T

-

13

The following is an cxahple of inadequate cofmmication in
a public *school setting. Thw student council in a high school met ™
and made up a list.of problems\in the school that they 'would like
to work! with the administrationig solving. This list of problems

. was presented t6 the student council faculty representative and
discussed with him. Some of the isswes raised by the students .
involved overall “school policy. The Student council representa-

_ .tive in_turn took the list to the schooX principal. “The school

principal asked the council representativeltp mect with the students

a few moré times and sec if these’would not sbon "'simmer’ down." -

This is an example of a communication loop that involved less than

an adequate number of people since the entirc Yaculty were a part

of the probleps listed by the students. The cp) unication leop

was nejther efficient or effective. Also, the' feadback was simply .

to, acknowledge rcceipt of the information, but it I¢turmned no

information «t6. the source. ) .

,+ * Commumication systems are recognized for being\of fore-

‘most importance in the structure of organizations. If inter-

vener makes changes in the comMiications channels he is™ikely
to make major changes in the entire structure of an orgariization.

- knowledge of one's role as a school social worker fifst

y requires knowledge of one's focus for social work practidce
frarework for conceptualizing the phenomenon “into which socls
worker§'f intervene, Within the general systems framework,, Willias
Gordon.has made #substantial contribution, in providing a con-
ceptuama;:ion} "yith which there can be intellectual identificatio
as well as value commitment, a conceptualization that provides N
social work with a set of integrative and generative ideas." 0 )

‘ . Gordon has recognized the value of the’ profession's tradi-
tional simultaneous dual®focus on man and his cnvironment or the

; perscn-in-his-life-situation complex. He has developed other: -
constructs that make it possible to use this focus to assess « '

- practice situations in ways that itj{ possible to('test outcomes.,

A . Y
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By "learly focusing on the phenorenon into which we are intcw -
vening, it is possible to kncw whether or not our .nterventions
have made- a difference. -
Cordon's focus of practice for socs:al work is the trans-
action between coping behaviors (\uhcthar individual, group, .
commmity or orga.'u‘.atlon) and the quality of the impinging envi-
ronment In Gordon's conceptualization, he states that the
"central target of technical social work practice is ratching
something in person and situation."ll This correspends to Costin's
model of school social work in which she states: “This model...a,
emphasizes the likes and interactions between pupll character-
istics and school-commmity conditions and practlces
Once the worker is clear about his focus as'a 'social worker,
he is ready to turn his attentions to knowledge of his “specific
agency. The above discussion of systems concepts, organizdtional
variables and their application provides a foundatiod for consider-
ing one's position in an agency. Aemajor question for the worker
» 1is: Are you sure that administration and staff pcrccwc "your
focus in the-system? -
The f{irst step -in cstablishing one's role functlons, is to
‘hate knowledge of his own skills,. the service plan that onc ex- ¢
--pects to ~imp1emcnt and the ability to assess the neceds of the
organization in which he plans to function.  Contracts are a help-
ful tool for communicating one's proposed service plan to others
in the organization. In this wly one can clearly state goals to
involve. school admmstratlon and staff=in the action system~
through the contract. Having formulated a contract,a plan for
intervention js needed. . ,
> Intervention means. any syste tic effort, to bring about .
change in a system, whether individual, population, organization, )
commmity or inter-system networks. Pmctltloncrs need to make °
decisions as to shich size system-or systems they will direct
.their change efforts. Often in practice, onc begins with oric size
‘it and moves to another. The writer will consider some mjor
ntervention tasks for school social workers with several size
its. a - .
[} In school social work with the "focus of the school-commmity
pupll model, (Qostm, 1975) the social worker's cffqrts are more
_often dn-ected “toward groups or target populations than individuals. ,
"There are, however, occasions in which it is most appropriate o ;
. intervene "with the mdludual system. For exampie, when a child
is unable to cope in the ma{@stream in the pub11c schools, reloca- |
tion is necessaYy. A social worker intervéning in relation to '
. the .individual pupil may nced to find megans to add to that indivi-
"dual's resources or rep“é'?tone of copmg behaviors. Often, ;
however, other children would profit “from the same resources.
"+ Examples are: special tutoring, technical training or a behavior
+modificagion program. - "
ntervention, tasks with the population system may be to
. Prepare-and provide additional resources Jfor a group. Preventlve
measures are oftan useful mth thig aunit. Examples may be

. R
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preparing sixth graders for jumlor high 'school, developing.
redources for children Qf teenage parentd, preparing parents
and chiddgen for entry into school. In addition to a preventive
program, other resources may be needed such as special educa-
ticnat programs or other alternative modes of education.

N ! Special intervention skills are needed to enable
incividual members”of population groups to participate in the
established programs. To_enable individuals to participate” .

.+ they nust know why they need the program, and if at all possible *

. it,must be perceived as non-labeling. -

Intervention in the organizational system is often di?hcted
at making the organization more facilitative.to the Individualor
population systems. It is often helpful to initiate experimental
programs as a first step in bringing about organizational change.
This approach is less threatening to the organization becausc it
§s time-limited. Yet if the cxperimental prograh proves to be
useful it is often maintained as‘e part of the organization.

™~ Ipterorganizational interventions may be directed at -
cstablishing cooperative responsibilities Yetweenorganizations.
-, They may be dirteted at reducing conflict bctwcen\organizatigne.
. Interventions at this level are morc difficult because the social
. worker doés npt have -a clear cut Yole in cach organization which

v

may be invol¥ed in therintervention,;nor;does the. worker have

clear‘cut lihes of authority. . PR : 4
Examples of intcrorganizational interventions are:

1). drug abuse programs in the public schools that are jointly -

developed by a local mental health center and, the public schools

_*and 2) a program for pregnant:teenage girls which¥is jointly®
developed By the school social worker..~Planned Parénthood dnd
_ the public health nurse. ' . ' X
. Before the social worker can state specific objettives
and goals .he/she nceds to know how the unit to be changed fits
together. The previous discussion of systems concepts.and,.
organizational variables arc helpful in vigwing the situation.
In addition, Bartlett has stated: "In cxamininﬁ’specific instances
- of practicg, wg obscrve that social workers characteristically .
begin by trying to understand sthe situption from the view point
of the pcople involved in it.?l? ;Ccrtainly;;hpse people who are
involved in a situation play.a major role in sctting goals aﬁ$
objectives ) . . .
. Wo;ﬁers and clients must decide on priorities and make
assessments of feasibylity. Alleviating immediate distress and
' *providing for basic necegsities will always be priorities. 4;
Js . In additien, identification and/or anticipation of the effects
"3 " of fitcrvention on other pafts &L the systém must be considered.
ST whilo“the idea of interdependence of objects in the
4 _systen is basic to the system model, it scems important to restate
ﬂ- this idea as we consider stratcgy. When ope aspect of g social
f% _ system is changed it will have conscquences” for other,aspects and
% . new probleris .may be bpought into focus. While social workers
™ cunnot- be "fortune tellers," it is pdSﬁfblg‘for them tosdévelop
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> greate Sen.Sltl\llt)’ to the prdbable cffects of change. 'One
area in¥hich greater sensitivity is developing, is cround
_ temporary placement -of behaviorally disturbed ¢hildren in special =
“classes. It is recognized that once the child is removed from
the mainstream that it is extremely difficult to return him un-
less careful planning has occurred from the begimning of tle spe- !
cial class placement. Such plans as regular visitution back into
‘the regular class setting make re-entry much easier for hoth
the student -and the regular class. - Personnel who can contribute
to this re-entry should be identified. ’ -
o Ease of re-entry is only onc reason that'Costin has.
stated that a team of pupi) specialists is essential to the
model of school-conmmity-pupfl relationship. There should be .
a core of team members and the team should be abie 1o identify
others 'who will grov;.de specialized information or perform
.specific tasks."1> No one employee can meet the total neéds of
a school system. Social workers have long beep, recoghized for
their gbkiljty to organize resources. This is important skill.,,. .
-in‘school social work. A\

. The social worker needs to plan the steps tq he taken to
make sure that any positive changes that have-been accomplished
will continue. Planning for stability of change reqtires an =+
assedsment of any aspects of the situation that may counteract
the change process. Perhaps evén more dmportant is locating and
_developing supports that may be needed -after the social worker -
“has terminated.

In evaluatmg the nceds Mth regard to 5tab111"at10n of - .
change ‘the social’worker will explore the increased ability of
the client (whether individual, populatien or organizattion) to
COp ith its own situation,. He will try té cvaluate Jhow, as &
result) of the planned thange effort, the client has increased
in his capacity to copc with sunﬂar situation$ in the future.

The idca of being .accountable at all phases of an inter-
vention is pretelent in ouﬁ Yecent literature, yct, its meaning,
is still vaguec. Perhaps it can he best undcrstood by asking:

1) For whit? 2) To whom? 3) At what cost? and 4) What results?_
= To be accountable "'for what"™ oné hag to have had clear

" cut goals and objectives that can be measured.” To be accountable
'to whom!' one has to be clear who the client is: also,, the worker ‘1
is agcountable to his agency,, the public, his rofessfon and

_-Rimself. It is also important tq evalate the‘xgogz" in time,
and mofiey. .‘%hat results' must be cvaluated both in tesms of .
effectiveness and efficiency. The all important Juestion is,
'What was accoiplighed?" - . T . o
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